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Abstract 
Democracy and its principles, which should be perceived as a way of life, can only be effectively introduced to the individuals 
through education. Schools are the best places to teach new generations the basic values of democracy such as respecting human 
rights, freedom, equality, respect for others, tolerance, compromise. At this point, student parents, civil society organizations, 
educational policy makers and especially the teachers have great responsibilities. In Turkey, which is a democratic country, 
several conferences and panels are held on behalf of democracy, lots of books and articles are written about the importance of 
democracy every year; however, it is often observed that democratic principles are violated. The purpose of this study is to define 
a general framework of a democratic education policy and evaluate the current situation in Turkey. This article was based on 
literature review and related literature indicates that in our country, there are certain facts that do not comply with democratic 
education. To achieve the ideal of a complete democratic society, our educational policy should be revised in the light of 
democratic principles and a consistent, scientific, long-term educational policy should be constituted. 
© 2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The concept of democracy, which is formed by the Latin words demos (people) and kratos (power), is not only a 
government form that is governance of people by themselves, but also it is a philosophy of life and a lifestyle 
(Biesta, 2006; Uygun, 1996; Perry, 2004). With this perspective, it is a normal phenomenon that democracy is felt in 
every part of the social life in those societies which stand for respecting individual differences, human rights, 
fundamental rights and freedom.  
    Establishing democratic institutions is not sufficient in order to arouse democracy in the society. Elections and 
parliament are not enough to speak about a democratic life. The establishment of democratic culture is essential for 
a society to internalize tolerance and compromise. This culture can only be achieved by learning to show respect to 
people with different opinions and lifestyles. ùaylan (1998) indicates the importance of establishing democratic 
culture and educating citizens with the concepts of justice, equality, freedom, and respect for human rights, 
tolerance, pluralism, universalism, humanity, common heritage and state of law. Moreover, every citizen should be 
taught the fundamental rights and freedoms. 
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      Democracy, which should be perceived as a lifestyle, and its principles can be introduced to citizens only by an 
effective education. Some of the basic principles of democracy such as respect for human rights, freedom, equality, 
respect for others, compromise can be transferred to new generations by a democratic education process. 
 
2. Democracy And Education 
 
      Democracy and education have been highly discussed until today. While drawing a conceptual frame, borders 
between these two concepts may be said to have been lost. Democratic education enables development and change 
in the attitudes of individuals. It aims to achieve this development with the concepts of tolerance, involvement, 
compromise, freedom and plurality. By democratic education, individuals are integrated as compatible, informed 
and efficient people into the society by learning to tolerate each other (Giroux, 1989).  According to Dewey, a 
society consists of an active structure which has a constant, open, dynamic interaction between different groups. 
One of the missions of social institutions like schools is to unite people from different ethnic and social classes 
around a mutual understanding and increase the interaction between these different groups. According to this 
approach, every individual should be given the same equality of opportunity, and every individual should have 
education according to their need and ability without encountering with any obstacle. Personal choices and needs, 
characteristics of social classes and groups should not restrain people from receiving education freely. This kind of 
education environment with all kinds of differences would enable integration, communication and contact between 
different parties (Perry, 2009). 
      Democratic education would help people understand each other by bringing differences under the same roof. 
With this respect, it is almost impossible to mention about conflicts and polarization in a society which has a 
democratic education system. 
      A democratic education can be offered by schools in the light of democratic principles. After a democratic 
educational process, individuals are expected to; 
•Be tolerant, 
•Be responsible, 
•Respect for different ideas, 
•Be compatible, 
•Be inclined to work as a group, 
•Participate in the decision process and abide by the decision of the crowd (Dewey, 1944). 
     The general aim of an education process, which is dominated completely by democracy, is to build up a 
democratic society and provide the continuance of it. 
 
3. Democratic Education Policy 
 
Policy is certain principles that shape the activities to do and decisions to take. Policy not only defines 
organizational aims, duties and values but also it provides guidance to achieve them. The aim of the policy is to 
ensure the determination, consistency, coherence and continuity in the processing of the organization (Ozen et al, 
2007). A democratic education policy has to unite the society under common values and provide the needs of the 
society in spite of the differences. 
     Transferring the concept of democracy to new generations by schools and the internalization of this concept by 
the individuals through educational process will provide a path for a democratic society. For this reason, education 
policies and education programs in schools must be designed in a way to serve any individual from any part of the 
society. 
     Forming educational activities in schools within the frame of democratic educational policy enables students to 
control their education and provides a student oriented structure (Giroux, 1989). Perry (2009) indicates that five key 
concepts should be taken into account when making a democratic education policy. These concepts are equality, 
diversity, choice, participation and cohesion. According to Perry the equality principle, which at the same time 
guides the democracy concept, should offer every individual in the society the same opportunities in education. A 
democratic education policy offers students the same educational opportunities regardless of their language, 
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religion, race and individual, social and economic characteristics. Thus, instead of a static social structure in which 
the current situation is preserved; a dynamic social structure in which people can achieve their goals can be created. 
      In a democratic education policy, the second key concept is diversity. Democracies should allow the diversity of 
thoughts, opinions and view of life, and also should encourage them. Moreover, societies do not only consist of 
monotype people who think and live in the same way. By appreciating differences of students from different social 
statuses and giving them the same opportunity to receive education, we can prevent the prevailing culture from 
suppressing other minor groups. Thus, the integration of people from different cultures under a common purpose can 
be achieved. 
      The third concept, participation is about power, determination and making a decision. Participation principle 
enables families, students’ parents, school employees and other education partners to indicate their opinions in the 
decisions about education at a local level. Citizens’ shaping the education in line with democracy would provide a 
more qualified education that enfolders everyone. 
      The concept of choice is related to schools. Every student has the right to choose whichever school he/she wants 
in accordance with their interests, academic success and skills. The problems about fundamental equality in the 
society must have been solved beforehand. State is responsible for every individual to be educated; however, state 
does not have to do this only through state schools. Families can choose private education institutions if they could 
afford them.. 
      The last basic concept of democracy, cohesion, is about the integrity of all members of society, helping each 
other, trust and the sense of belonging to a certain society. The concept of cohesion is important because it has an 
important role in managing relations of individuals with each other, society and state. Thus, it enables individuals to 
turn into a group, society or nations. The integration of people with different social, cultural and ethnic 
characteristics by means of education would encourage the interaction between different groups and allow the social 
integrity (Perry, 2009). 
      It is clear that with a democratic education policy everybody sees themselves as a part of the society, citizens 
have right to comment on shaping the education at some level and everybody has the same equality of opportunity 
according to their interests and skills. Moreover, democratic education policy accepts people as the most valuable 
element in education.  
 
4. School’s Mission in A Democratic Education Programme 
 
           Schools are a part of the society. We cannot imagine a school isolated from society. Developments and 
changes affect the concept of school and its responsibilities. According to scholars studied in the field of education, 
the social mission of the school is to transfer the culture to new generations and to provide manpower that the 
society needs. While doing this, schools aim to educate people mentally and physically in a healthy way and 
socialize them. 
      In a democratic education policy, school aims to educate people as individuals embracing democracy and 
applying it in every part of the life. For this reason, it is important to apply the principles of democracy in school 
practically. 
      According to Bierza (2000), school is a small representative of the society. Bierza (2000) summarizes the duties 
of the school in figure 1. According to it, school has to enable integration and social harmony, promote change and 
development of the individuals, offer opportunities for learning and self-improvement and provide a secure and 
supporting learning environment. 
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Figure.1 Mission of a Democratic School 
Source: Birzea, C. (2000) Education for Democratic Citizenship: A Lifelong Learning Perspective 
  
5. Situation in Turkey 
 
      Our constitution indicates that our state is a democratic, secular, social and constitutional state. Moreover, our 
education system accepts democratic principles as base. For instance, articles in the national education basic law no 
1739 covers the principles of  democracy such as equality, right to education, access and equity, needs of individuals 
and society, school and family cooperation. However, it is obvious that there is some deficiency in practice of 
democratic education. 
      Although there are some problems, it is possible to say that there have been really important and positive steps in 
the field of democracy education. According to The Ministry of National Education’ s Directive of Democracy 
Education and School Councils issued in 2004, there will be a student council consisting of sufficient number of 
students in every school, a student will lead the council and that leader will represent his/her school in the provincial 
student council. In provincial student councils a leader will be chosen to represent his/her province in the ‘Turkey 
Student Council’ in the National Sovereignty Week (MEB, 2004). 
      The launching of student councils in schools is really important for learning of democracy culture practically. 
Achieving the desired results is dependent on the democratic attitudes of teachers and school administrators.  
      The Ministry of National Education’s ‘Girls Go to School’ campaign devoted to girls in order to promote access 
and equity opportunity among genders can be defined as useful. However, there is deep deficiency in applying a 
democratic education policy in our state. For instance, the freedom of choosing any school you want, which is one 
of the five fundamental principles mentioned in Perry (2009), is restricted. The application of coefficient system to 
the vocational high-schools restricts students’ freedom of choosing any school. It is against the democracy principles 
of freedom to choose and access and equity opportunity that students of vocational high-school are subjected to 
coefficient system in the university entrance exam. 
     Another obstacle in the practice of a democratic education policy is that education service is different in the 
countryside from the city center in terms of quality and quantity. There are deep differences among regions in 
getting the educational opportunities. With the Ministry’s decision about cancelling the obligatory service for 
teachers means that the gap between education service in the countryside and city centers will deepen.  
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      Another problem of the democratic education policy is that students, parents and school employees are not 
included into the process of decision making efficiently. It would be useful to discuss students’, parents’, school 
employees’ and even regional administrations’ ideas for a more participatory administration.  
 
Conclusion 
 
      Education supports and sustains a system. In our era, with the rapid developments in science and technology, a 
series of new needs are brought to agenda. In the view of these developments, education has to spread to people’s 
life and be in their lives forever. In that case, social order and democratization of education are meant by democratic 
education. These developments in education are for the persistency of democracy. In order to achieve 
democratization of education and its persistence we need to respect fundamental rights and freedoms, provide 
everyone with the equal opportunity for education, give students more responsibilities and consider their interests 
and skills (Reboul, 1991). 
      A generation educated with a democratic education policy would create a democratic society. Thus, the 
unification of people around common values and for the same aims can be achieved. A democratic education policy 
would provide social justice and integration of different groups from different socio-cultural environment. 
Democratization of education serves people’s taking advantage of education right equally and not favoring a group 
or category. 
      An education policy shaped with the principles of democracy makes a society active and dynamic. In addition to 
this, in that society people become aware that they can achieve higher positions with more effort. 
      There are serious problems in Turkey about creating and practicing a democratic education policy. Firstly, we do 
not have a consistent, rational, long term and comprehensive policy. For instance, exam systems for secondary 
education prepared by the Ministry of National Education are not long term planned and they change in short 
periods. Thus, both students and parents find it really difficult to adapt to a system and this causes uncertainty. 
     It is hard to say that we stick to the principles of democracy in our education system practically. Forwhy, there 
are deep differences of education service in terms of quality among regions. We cannot say that all citizens living in 
the countryside and cities or east and west regions get the education in the same quality. Moreover, when consider 
the situation of the students of vocational high-schools and their coefficient system problem, talking about our 
education system as democratic is very hard. 
      Adapting the principles of democracy by society would ensure a more democratic society. The existence of 
fundamental rights and freedoms in a society and their usage by everyone respectfully would provide harmony in a 
society.  In  order  to  achieve  this,  we  need  to  reshape  our  education  policy  in  the  direction  of  the  principles  of  
democracy.  Making a democratic education policy that is consistent, scientific, long term oriented and respectful to 
fundamental rights and freedoms will help Turkey become a complete democratic society. 
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